Both of Georgiana's parents were descended from aristocratic families. Her father was John Spencer who was created the first Earl Spencer in 1761. He was the youngest son of the third Earl of Sunderland and a descendant of John and Sarah Churchill, Duke and Duchess of Marlborough. Georgiana's mother was Margaret Poyntz'.
Georgiana married William Cavendish, 5th Duke of Devonshire, in 1774. The Cavendish family had been prominent since medieval times. It was said that Sir John Cavendish was the individual who slew Wat Tyler in the confrontation with rebel forces at the time of the Peasants' Revolt in 1381 during the reign of Richard II. A later member of this family was the scientist Henry Cavendish (1731-1810), grandson of the second Duke1. Among his many contributions was the discovery of hydrogen in 1766. His position and stature were described as:
. . . first after Newton to possess mathematical and experimental talents at all comparable to Newton's. In intellectual stature Cavendish was without peer in eighteenth-century British natural philosophy2. Georgiana's tumultuous private life as Duchess was marked by traits often characteristic of eighteenth century nobility. She engaged in wild gambling and extravagant spending. Her marriage was a me'nage a trois, she engaged in extramarital affairs, and she bore an illegitimate child. She was a leader in society and fashion. She was described as being 'possessed of extraordinary charm and was full of generous impulses and good nature, but on the other hand was incredibly reckless and foolish' 34. But she also had a serious side to her nature. In 1784 Georgiana became closely associated with both the Prince of Wales (the future King George IV) and with Charles James Fox, the prominent Whig politician. She was present with them at many social functions and acquired the sobriquet of 'Fox's Duchess'3. She established her political salon at Devonshire House in London and in the next few years achieved prominence as a political hostess who was able to influence governmental affairs in several ways. As the issuer of invitations to functions held in her salon, she could arrange and promote meetings between individuals who might not otherwise have encountered one another and could also bring new blood into the political structure. She created common neutral ground (unlike Parliament or segregated men's clubs) where such meetings could take place5.
Department of Anesthesiology, Oregon Health Sciences University, Portland, Oregon, USA Correspondence to: 108 Greenridge Court, Lake Oswego, OR 97035, USA As a young woman, Georgiana was uncommonly studious and eventually acquired an education far superior to that of most eighteenth century ladies of her class. She studied music and read widely in history and science. Emulating her husband's kinsman Henry Cavendish, whom she had visited at his laboratory in Clapham, she established and equipped her own small laboratory where she could study geology and experiment in chemistry. The Duke was said to have disapproved of such activities as well as further contact between Henry Cavendish and Georgiana because 'he worked'4.
GEORGIANA AND DR THOMAS BEDDOES Dr Thomas Beddoes arrived in Bristol in 1793 to continue studies and to make further observations on whether inhalation of certain of the gases which had been identified and characterized in the last part of the eighteenth century-carbon dioxide, oxygen, hydrogen, carbon monoxide, nitrous oxide-might have application in treatment of disease. His writings, proposing that maladies such as scurvy, tuberculosis and obesity might be amenable to treatment by pneumatic methods6'7, attracted considerable attention, not all of it favourable. Beddoes was often highly critical of the government and its policies and of established institutions and his atheistic and antiestablishment writings made him many enemies, turning influential people against him and sometimes drawing intense ridicule.
In December 1793, Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, was staying in the Bristol area and visited Dr Beddoes in Hope Square at the site of his initial laboratory. Her seriousness and the extent of her knowledge in chemistry quickly became apparent to Beddoes, who commented in a letter to Erasmus Darwin that she manifested on this occasion a knowledge of modern chemistry superior to what he should have supposed 'that any duchess, or any lady in England was possessed of'8. Georgiana was so fascinated by what she had seen and so enthusiastic about the perceived potential for pneumatic medicine to provide beneficial results that she returned for another visit, which lasted for three hours8.
It was during this second visit that the idea of replacing the existing outpatient facility with a hospital-a Medical Pneumatic Institution was first formulated. How much more effective it would be to demonstrate the beneficial effects of medicinal airs on resident patients, who might have their expenses subsidized, than to depend on casual and unpredictable private patients. Establishment of such a pneumatic hospital would greatly accelerate acquisition of the knowledge which was expected to provide great benefits in previously untreatable diseases. The Duchess On 26 November 1794 Georgiana wrote to Sir Joseph Banks, President of the Royal Society, soliciting his support and that of the Royal Society for the work of Dr Beddoes in the medicinal application of gases. Sir Joseph, whose primary field of interest was botany, had already made some medical observations in his own right while he was a naturalist with Captain Cook's first expedition (1768) (1769) (1770) (1771) . During this voyage he had recorded in his notebook that the early symptoms of scurvy which he developed were promptly cured by drinking lemon juice9. Sir Joseph did not respond favourably, replying that he found it impossible to give his support to a man 'who has openly avowed opinions utterly inimical to the present arrangement of the order of society in this country.' About this time there was a strong antirevolutionary sentiment in the Royal Society10. He informed Georgiana that, normally, recommendation of Beddoes by the Duchess would have been sufficient to overcome the political criticisms but in addition Sir Joseph had scientific objections. He could not 'give encouragement, either public or private, to an undertaking more likely to be attended with mischievous than beneficial consequences.
On 1 December Georgiana once more appealed to Sir Joseph on Beddoes's behalf. In this second letter, she indicated that she was much impressed by Beddoes's work to date and that his ideas should be given a fair and open trial. She understood that the doctor had modified his revolutionary views, and restated the importance of Sir Joseph's backing. He again withheld his assistance, declaring himself unable to understand how his support would be of any value to Beddoes. Surely, the help of a fashionable physician would be more advantageous. There was no further correspondence between Sir Joseph and Georgi-ana1 1 Thus the attempts by Georgiana to obtain backing of the Royal Society for Beddoes and a pneumatic hospital were unsuccessful. Nevertheless a Pneumatical Institution based on the concepts which she and Dr Beddoes discussed during her second visit to the doctor's laboratory opened four years later under different sponsorship. Subsequent work at this facility did not demonstrate the hoped-for benefits of pneumatic therapy, but it did lay the groundwork of modern inhalation anaesthesia through the observations on inhalation of nitrous oxide gas by the Institute's medical superintendent, Humphry Davy.
On 7 December 1794 Sir Joseph received another letter soliciting support for Beddoes and a pneumatic institution, this time from James Watt. The renowned engineer and scientist had become attracted to pneumatic medicine because of Beddoes's ideas on a possible pneumatic basis for tuberculosis and its possible cure by altering the composition of inspired gases. Consumption had claimed urged Beddoes to keep her informed of progress by post.
the life of Watt's daughter the previous year and he was determined to take some kind of action against the disease. He designed and built much of the pneumatic equipment used in Beddoes's institution and became co-author with Beddoes of an important book on pneumatics13.
Sir Joseph again replied negatively and with considerably less deference to his correspondent. His reasons were those set out in his last letter to Georgiana, and he asked that he should be pestered no further by friends of Thomas Beddoes. His wish was evidently granted3'12'14.
GEORGIANA AND PRINCESS DIANA Similarities in the lives of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, and Diana, Princess of Wales, are noteworthy. Both were members of the Spencer family, separated by seven generationsl. Both used their social position and the widespread interest associated with their lives to try to influence public affairs. Both attempted to improve the quality of life for certain victims of disease or other catastrophic occurrences of their times and to leave the world a better place for their having been here.
